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A  retrospective  review  of  homicide  cases  among  Aboriginal  people  in  South  Australia  examined  at 
Forensic  Science  SA  was  undertaken  over  a  40-year  period  from  1969  to  2008.  A  total  of  90  Indigenous 
homicide  victims  were  identified  compared  to  599  non-Indigenous  victims  over  the  same  time  period. 
Although  homicide  rates  have  fallen,  the  Indigenous  homicide  rate  (ranging  from  73.5  to  223.97  per 
100,000)  significantly  exceeded  the  non-Indigenous  rate  (ranging  from  8.16  to  12.6  per  100,000)  for  all 
decades  (p  <  0.001).  The  most  common  methods  of  homicide  in  the  Indigenous  population  involved 
blunt  force  and  sharp  force  trauma,  with  gunshot,  strangulation  and  other  forms  of  homicides  being 
encountered  less  often.  While  lack  of  access  to  firearms  may  explain  the  lower  numbers  of  gunshot 
deaths  it  would  not  explain  the  low  numbers  of  deaths  due  to  strangulation.  Considerable  variability 
may,  therefore,  exist  in  the  types  of  unnatural  deaths  that  may  be  found  in  different  cultural  and  ethnic 
groups,  even  within  the  same  community. 
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1.  Introduction 

A  recent  study  of  deaths  due  to  suicide  among  Indigenous  South 
Australians  over  a  five  year  period  from  2005  to  2009  found 
a  surprising  uniformity  in  the  chosen  method;  i.e.  of  the  28  cases 
evaluated,  all  had  died  from  neck  compression  due  to  hanging.1 
There  was  also  a  disproportionately  high  number  of  Aboriginal 
victims  (19.4%)  in  a  study  of  adolescent  asphyxial  deaths,  compared 
to  the  general  South  Australian  population,  where  this  group 
accounted  for  only  2.2— 3.2%.2  Given  that  significant  differences 
were  occurring  in  certain  types  of  deaths  in  this  cultural  group, 
a  study  was  undertaken  of  homicides  within  the  same  population, 
to  ascertain  whether  there  were  any  differences  compared  to  the 
non-Indigenous  population,  and  whether  any  changes  had 
occurred  over  time. 

2.  Methodology 

A  retrospective  review  of  all  cases  of  homicide  involving 
Australian  Aboriginal  or  Indigenous  victims  registered  at  Forensic 
Science  SA  was  undertaken  over  a  40-year  period,  from  January 
1969  to  December  2008.  The  case  files  were  reviewed  and  the  age, 
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sex,  circumstances  of  death  and  method  of  homicide  were  collated. 
All  cases  had  undergone  full  police  and  coronial  investigations  and 
autopsies.  Deaths  where  the  manner  was  not  clear  from  the  case 
files  were  excluded.  The  rate  and  method  of  homicide  in  non- 
Indigenous  South  Australians  was  evaluated  for  comparison 
purposes. 

Data  were  divided  into  four  time  periods:  1969—1978, 
1979—1988,  1989—1998  and  1999—2008.  Total  numbers  of  cases 
and  rates  per  100,000  of  the  population  were  recorded.  Statistical 
analyses  were  conducted  using  Statistica  (StatSoft  version  7)  and 
SPSS  (Pearson  version  17.0)  with  Pearson’s  Chi-square  tests  (x2)  and 
Student  t-tests.  Statistical  significance  was  taken  at  p  <  0.05. 

Forensic  Science  SA  is  the  South  Australian  state  forensic  facility 
where  medicolegal  autopsies  are  performed.  The  population  served 
is  approximately  1.6  million,  including  28,055  individuals  who  are 
listed  by  the  Australian  Bureau  of  Statistics  as  Aboriginal.3 

It  is  recognised  that  data  capture  in  this  study  may  be  incom¬ 
plete  as  not  all  cases  of  Indigenous  deaths  may  have  been  included 
due  to  insufficient  evidence  of  cultural  and  racial  background  at  the 
time  of  autopsy.  In  addition  only  those  cases  where  a  body  had 
been  found  and  an  autopsy  was  performed  were  included  in  the 
study. 

3.  Findings 

A  total  of  90  (13%)  Indigenous  homicide  victims  were  identified 
(male:  female  =  1.8:1 ;  male  age  range  =  17—62  yrs,  ave  =  34.8  yrs; 
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Table  1 

Total  numbers  of  homicides  in  non-Indigenous  and  Indigenous  groups  per  decade 
and  by  gender  in  South  Australia  from  1969  to  2008. 


Total 

1969-1978 

1979-1988 

1989-1998 

1999-2008 

Non-Indigenous 

599 

100 

148 

182 

169 

Indigenous 

Male 

90 

14 

27 

31 

18 

Non-Indigenous 

370 

48 

94 

117 

111 

Indigenous 

Female 

58 

8 

19 

20 

11 

Non-Indigenous 

229 

52 

54 

65 

58 

Indigenous 

32 

6 

8 

11 

7 

female  age  range  =  17—56  yrs,  ave  =  34.4  yrs).  This  compared  to 
599  (87%)  non-Indigenous  victims  (male:  female  =  1.6:1 ;  male  age 
range  =  16—91,  ave  =  39.63;  female  age  range  =  16—92, 
ave  =  39.73).  There  were  consistently  higher  numbers  of  non- 
Indigenous  homicide  victims  compared  to  Indigenous  victims 
over  all  four  decades  (Table  1 ).  However,  when  converted  to  a  rate 
per  100,000  for  each  population  group,  the  Indigenous  homicide 
rate  significantly  exceeded  that  of  the  non-Indigenous  population 
for  all  decades  (73.5—224  compared  to  8.2—12.6  per  100,000) 
(p  <  0.001)  (Table  2). 

The  most  common  methods  of  homicide  in  the  Indigenous 
population  involved  blunt  (41%)  and  sharp  force  (36%)  trauma,  with 
gunshot  (13%),  strangulation  (2%)  and  other  forms  of  homicides 
(8%)  (grouped  together  as  miscellaneous)  being  less  common 
(Table  3).  While  Indigenous  males  suffered  more  than  double  the 
numbers  of  lethal  sharp  force  trauma,  and  more  than  10  times  the 
number  of  firearm  deaths  compared  to  Indigenous  females, 
numbers  of  blunt  force  trauma  deaths  were  similar  (M:F  =  1:1) 
(Table  4). 

Given  variable  toxicological  investigations  over  the  40-year  time 
span  of  the  study,  no  evaluation  of  toxicological  findings  was 
undertaken. 

4.  Discussion 

The  higher  homicide  rate  amongst  Indigenous  groups  in 
Australia  has  been  previously  recognised  and  has  now  been  shown 
in  this  study  to  have  occurred  in  South  Australia  over  at  least  four 
decades.  Indigenous  homicides  nationally  accounted  for  13%  of  the 
overall  homicide  rates  in  2006—2007  even  though  the  Indigenous 
population  comprised  only  2%  of  the  Australian  population.4 
Similar  trends  have  been  observed  in  Canada  with  Indigenous 
individuals  comprised  3%  of  the  population  but  25%  of  all  homicide 
offenders.5  Suggested  reasons  for  this  disparity  involve  issues  of 
poverty,  unemployment,  drug  and  alcohol  abuse,  and  social 
inequality.6,7 

The  most  common  methods  of  homicide  in  Australia  involve 
sharp  force  trauma  (47%),  blunt  force  trauma  (31%),  firearms  (10%), 
miscellaneous  methods  (10%)  and  strangulation  2%.  Females  have 
lower  rates  of  sharp  force  (32%)  and  blunt  force  (23%)  deaths  with 


Table  2 

The  rate  of  homicide  per  100,000  in  non-Indigenous  and  Indigenous  groups  per 
decade  in  South  Australia  from  1969  to  2008. 


Total 

1969-1978 

1979-1988 

1989-1998 

1999-2008 

number 

Non-Indigenous 

599 

8.2 

11 

12.6 

11.2 

Indigenous 

90 

155.4 

224 

169.1 

73.5 

Table  3 

Total  number  of  Indigenous  homicides  in  different  categories  from  1969  to  2008. 


Blunt 

trauma 

Sharp 

trauma 

Firearms 

Strangulation 

Miscellaneous. 

1969-2008 

37 

32 

12 

2 

7 

1969-1978 

9 

2 

2 

1 

0 

1979-1988 

11 

10 

4 

1 

1 

1989-1998 

10 

12 

5 

0 

4 

1999-2008 

7 

8 

1 

0 

2 

higher  numbers  of  strangulations  (13%).4  In  contrast,  the  Indige¬ 
nous  population  of  South  Australia  has  significantly  higher 
proportions  of  blunt  force  homicide  among  both  males  and  females 
(41%).  This  was  particularly  so  amongst  Indigenous  females  where 
56%  of  deaths  were  due  to  blunt  force  trauma,  with  only  3%  of 
deaths  due  to  strangulation. 

Legislation  may  influence  the  prevalence  of  certain  categories  of 
homicide.  For  example,  the  variation  in  the  percentage  of  deaths 
attributed  to  firearms  around  the  world  is  possibly  influenced  by 
laws  limiting  availability.  In  the  United  States  and  Canada,  gunshot 
homicides  predominate,  whereas  firearm  deaths  are  much  less 
common  in  the  United  Kingdom  and  Australia  where  there  are 
stricter  laws  on  firearm  ownership.7-9 

Although  the  absolute  numbers  of  Indigenous  homicides  have 
not  altered  significantly  over  the  time  period  of  the  study  (14  in 
1969—1978  and  18  in  1999—2008)  the  rate  has  declined  markedly 
from  155.4  to  73.5  over  this  period  with  the  increase  in  the  Indig¬ 
enous  population  (from  10,714  in  1976  to  23,425  in  2001  ).10 
Reasons  for  this  decline  are  unclear,  although  restricted  sales  of 
alcohol  in  traditional  communities  may  have  had  some  effect  in 
reducing  violent  crime. 

A  well-recognised  problem  with  a  retrospective  study  of  Indig¬ 
enous  deaths  is  in  trying  to  determine  who  should  be  classed  as 
Indigenous,  or  not.  However,  as  it  is  quite  likely  that  not  all  Indig¬ 
enous  homicides  were  identified,  the  markedly  increased  rates 
compared  to  the  non-Indigenous  population  are  even  more 
striking. 

Although  the  numbers  are  small,  this  study  has  shown  that 
while  homicide  rates  are  significantly  higher  among  Indigenous 
South  Australians,  the  rate  has  decreased  over  the  past  four 
decades.  The  usual  male  predominance  in  gunshot  and  stabbing 
homicides  that  characterizes  most  groups  was  also  found  among 
Indigenous  males,  however  the  significant  number  of  females  who 
died  from  blunt  force  trauma  made  this  the  major  category 
amongst  women.  Strangulation  and  gunshot  deaths  were  much 
less  common  among  Indigenous  females.  While  lack  of  access  to 
weapons  may  explain  the  lower  numbers  of  gunshot  deaths  it 
would  not  explain  the  lower  numbers  of  deaths  due  to  strangula¬ 
tion.  The  great  variability  that  exists  in  the  types  of  unnatural 
deaths  that  may  be  found  in  different  groups  underscores  the  need 
to  analyse  carefully  pooled  national  data  so  that  regional,  cultural 
and  ethnic  trends  are  not  missed. 


Table  4 

Total  number  of  Indigenous  homicides  per  gender  and  subcategory  1969—2008. 


Decade 

Blunt  force 

Sharp  force 

Firearms 

Strangulation 

Miscellaneous 

M 

F 

M 

F 

M 

F 

M 

F 

M 

F 

1969-2008 

19 

18 

23 

9 

11 

1 

1 

1 

4 

3 

1969-1978 

4 

5 

1 

1 

2 

0 

1 

0 

0 

0 

1979-1988 

8 

3 

7 

3 

4 

0 

0 

1 

0 

1 

1989-1998 

4 

6 

9 

3 

5 

0 

0 

0 

2 

2 

1999-2008 

3 

4 

6 

2 

O 

1 

0 

0 

2 

0 

J.  Temlett,  R.W.  Byard  /  Journal  of  Forensic  and  Legal  Medicine  19  (2012)  445-447 


447 


Conflict  of  interest 

The  authors  assert  that  they  have  no  conflict  of  interest  of 
financial  interests  in  this  study. 

Funding 

None  declared. 

Ethical  approval 
None  declared. 

References 

1.  Austin  A.  van  den  Heuvel  C,  Byard  RW.  Methods  of  suicide  in  the  community 
among  Indigenous  South  Australians.  J  Forensic  Leg  Med  2011;18:299-301. 

2.  Byard  RW,  Austin  A,  van  den  Heuvel  C.  Characteristics  of  asphyxial  deaths  in 
adolescence.  J  Forensic  Leg  Med  2011;18:107-9. 


3.  http://www.ausstats.abs.gov.aU/Ausstats/subscriber.nsf/0/40946B5F0164658C 
CA2577FF001 1 CB1 4/$File/31 01 0_jun%20201 0.pdf. 

4.  Dearden  J,  Jones  W.  Homicide  in  Australia:  2006—07  National  Homicide  Moni¬ 
toring  Program  Annual  Report  [cited  2011  August];  Canberra:  Australian  Insti¬ 
tute  of  Criminology.  Available  from:  http://aic.gov.au/en/publications/current% 
20series/mr/l-20/01.aspx;  2008. 

5.  Dauvergne  M,  Li  G.  Homicide  in  Canada  [cited  2011  August];  Available  from: 
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/stcsr/query.html?qt=homicide+20058jcharset=iso- 
8859-1  &qm=l&col=alle;  2005. 

6.  Brookman  F,  Maguire  M.  Reducing  homicide:  a  review  of  the  possibilities. 
Crime  Law  Soc  Change  2004;42:325-403. 

7.  Henderson  JP,  Morgan  SE,  Patel  F,  Tiplady  ME.  Patterns  of  non-firearm  homi¬ 
cide.;  Clin  Forensic  Med  2005;12:128-32. 

8.  Killias  M,  Phil  L.  International  correlations  between  gun  ownership  and  rates  of 
homicide  and  suicide.  Can  Med  Assoc  J  1993;148:1721-5. 

9.  Byard  RW,  Haas  E,  Marshall  DT,  Gilbert  JD,  Krous  HF.  Characteristic  features  of 
pediatric  firearm  fatalities  —  comparisons  between  Australia  and  the  United 
States.;  Forensic  Sci  2009;54:1093-6. 

10.  Australian  Historical  Population  Statistics.  Indigenous  population  2008.  Cat.  No: 
3105.0.65.001. 


